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The New Middle Class in Peking: A
Case Study
Li Jian et Niu Xiaohan
1 The economic reforms of China since the 1980s have resulted in an increase of national
wealth,  changed the social  and economic structure and created a  social  group that
many observers call China’s “new rich”1. Some Western researchers have also identified
this group as a “new middle class”2. However, the new rich and the new middle class
are different social and economic groups in China. This article looks at the second of
these, the new middle class, in Peking.
2 Our research shows that in the current period, there is indeed a new middle class in
Peking. The generally accepted view in China is that the middle class has arisen from
among the “new white-collar workers” in joint-venture and foreign-owned enterprises,
the owners-operators of  small  and medium-sized private enterprises and individual
entrepreneurs  3.  In  this  article,  we  call  these  people  the  middle  class  “outside  the
system” (tizhiwai zhongchan jieji). Here “outside the system” means they work in the
non-state-owned sector and do not have the fringe benefits provided by the state. 
3 However in addition to the middle class “outside the system”, we have found through
our research that there is a middle class “within the system” (tizhinei zhongchan jieji).
They form the most influential group and the most stable elements of the new middle
class in Peking. They work in state-owned work units and enjoy various fringe benefits
provided by the state, such as cheap housing, virtually free health care and a pension
plan. Through the housing reforms of recent years, many employees in the state-owned
sectors became property owners. Overnight, they joined the ranks of the middle class.
Without the state-controlled system, they would not have their socio-economic status
and private assets. This group survives or falls within the system. For this reason, they
are the strongest supporters of the Chinese Communist Party and its current political
and economic system.
Object and methodology of study 
4 The earliest signs of the new middle class in China emerged in the big cities in the
1980s.  Over  the  last  twenty  years,  the  economic  reforms  have  not  only  created
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diversified forms of ownership and changed China’s industrial structure, they have also
widened economic and income differences between urban and rural areas and between
different regions and cities4. The economic level, industrial structure, development of
diversified  ownership  and household  income in  Peking  are  different  from those  in
other cities. These factors affect the composition of Peking’s new middle class. 
5 However,  the  most  distinctive  feature  of  Peking,  which  has  decisively  affected  the
formation of Peking’s new middle class, is its peculiar position as China’s political and
administrative centre. The new middle class “within the system” in Peking reflects the
basic  characteristics  of  China’s  politics,  economics  and administration.  They play  a
crucial role in the Party and government policy-making. These people either work in
Party or government departments or have very close relations with these departments.
They are currently using, and will  increasingly use,  their political  power to protect
their newly gained socio-economic status and the system that they rely on for their
economic well-being. Studying the new middle class in Peking, both within and outside
the  system,  can  provide  an  important  insight  into  understanding  China’s  present
condition and predicting the country’s political, economic and social development in
the future. In this sense, we can say that a thorough understanding of Peking’s middle
class  “within  the  system”  is  a  key  to  understanding  the  country’s  political  and
economic system in the current period.
6 In Peking many members of the middle class “outside the system” gained their socio-
economic status not only because they had entrepreneurial  ability and professional
skills, but also because they could, to a great extent, access bureaucratic power and
have special relations with the system. The government system generates a range of
rights  and  benefits.  These  rights  and  benefits  help  the  recipients  to  establish  an
extensive and often extremely profitable social network (guanxi wang). They are the
particular social capital,  or “organisational capital”5,  that Peking’s new middle class
both within and outside the system possess and use. The study of Peking’s new middle
class will reveal the actual function of social capital in a country that is still under the
control of the Communist Party.
7 This study is based on in-depth interviews conducted primarily between February and
October 2000. Initially, we planned to use a questionnaire survey in order to be able to
process large amounts of information. However, soon after we began the survey, we
discovered that some questions, such as real household annual income, percentages of
non-wage income in total income and how much tax to pay, were too “sensitive” for
the  respondents  to  answer.  Therefore,  we  realised  that  we  could  not  get  reliable
information  and  data  and  decided  to  abandon  the  survey  and  conduct  in-depth
interviews instead. 
8 Before  conducting  interviews,  we  carefully  determined  who  and  how  many  people
“within  the  system”  and  “outside  the  system”  would  be  interviewed.  We  first
interviewed a respondent to whom we knew his or her economic situation and income
very well and took information that he or she told us as reference. Then we interviewed
other  people  who  work  in  the  same  sector  or  even  in  the  same  work  unit.  The
references had turned out to be a very useful measure to test the information other
respondents provided. In this way we not only interviewed a fairly adequate number of
respondents, but also got more reliable and accurate information. 
9 In total we interviewed 65 people in Peking, which resulted in some eighty hours of
recorded tapes and videocassettes. The film shows face-to-face interviews, the living
The New Middle Class in Peking: A Case Study
China Perspectives, 45 | january-february 2003
2
conditions  of  the  middle  class  including their  housing with its  interior  design,  the
working conditions, and other daily activities. 
10 During the interviews, we found that the housing reforms of recent years provided us
with an important measure to identify who are the new middle class in Peking. In this
research,  we  will  examine  how the  housing  reforms  enable  employees  “within  the
system” to become property owners and have enabled them to join the rank of the new
middle class.
Understanding the middle class
11 In the West, the concept of the middle class can be traced back to Aristotle. But theories
of social class were fully elaborated in the nineteenth century. The most systematic
theoretical framework for class is found in the Marxist and Weberian traditions. Within
the Marxist tradition of class analysis, class divisions are defined primarily in terms of
the link between property relations and exploitation. In a capitalist society, the form of
exploitation  exercised  is  based  on  property  rights  in  relation  to  the  means of
production.  These  property  rights  generate  three  basic  classes:  the  capitalist  class,
which owns the means of production and hires workers; the working class, which does
not own the means of production and sells its labour to the capitalists; and the petty
bourgeoisie—the middle class, which owns and uses the means of production without
hiring others6.
12 Although  many  scholars  have  been  working  to  find  contrasts  between  Marx  and
Weber7, at least one thing is common to their conclusions: classes are economically
determined. The control over economic resources is also central to the Weberian class
analysis. In Economy and Society, Weber wrote, the class situation means the typical
productivity of: 1. procuring goods; 2. gaining a position in life; and 3. finding inner
satisfaction, a probability which derives from the relative control over goods and skills
and from their income-producing uses within a given economic order.8 Weber’s class
definition lends to  it  a  certain continuity  with Marx’s  stress  on property relations.
Marx saw the middle class as auxiliary to the capitalist class.9 For Weber, the middle
class  came  into  being  with  the  growing  bureaucratisation  of  modern  society  and
rationalisation  of  capitalist  production10.  While  Marx  focuses  on  the  control  of  the
means of production, Weber also insists on considering the different control over the
methods of production in terms of “skill”. 
13 In the 1950s, C Write Mills raised a concept of the new middle class in his book White
Collar11. The new middle class is different from the independent and entrepreneurial
old middle class. They include the middle managers and bureaucrats, the technocrats,
professionals  and  service  workers.  They  are  basically  salaried,  conformist  and
entrepreneurial people. Since the emergence of the new middle class, the old middle
class—the small business class—has not disappeared, but they have declined in relative
numbers and influence.
14 In developed countries, such as the United States, most people think of themselves as
middle class, whether shop assistants, cleaners, accountants or doctors. As long as they
work for a living and do not depend on either social welfare or inherited wealth, they
are  likely  to  think  of  themselves  as  middle  class.  Although  there  are  different
definitions of middle class, there is a general understanding of what constitutes the
middle class in the West. The middle class may include the middle and upper levels of
clerical  workers,  people  in  technical  and  professional  occupations,  supervisors,
businessmen and farmers.
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15 In China, views as to whether there is a middle class in China differ greatly. What are
the features of the Chinese middle class; and who belongs to it? Many people, including
scholars  in  China  recognise  the  existence  of  the  new rich  created  by  the  reforms.
Researchers have carried out major studies of the disparity between the incomes of the
urban rich and the urban poor12. However, Chinese scholars generally feel that there
was no middle class in China in the 1990s. Li Peilin argues that only when white-collar
workers account for 40% of the population [labour force], can there be a middle class in
a society. According to this theory, as a majority of China’s labour force being still in
the agricultural sector, and transferring them to the non-agricultural sector remaining
a major task, there is no middle class in China13.
16 Li  Qiang  has  studied  the  changes  in  the  so-called  social  “intermediate
stratum”(zhongchan jieceng) after the founding of the People’s Republic of China. He
argues that  from the early 1950s to the early 1980s,  the “intermediate stratum” in
Chinese society was mainly composed of ordinary officials, ordinary intellectuals and
workers in the state-owned enterprises. After the reforms of the 1980s and 1990s, this
group  lost  their  socio-economic  status.  According  to  him,  in  the  1990s,  a  new
“intermediate stratum” emerged. These were young people in their 20s and 30s with a
good education. They worked in joint ventures, foreign-owned enterprises, and in the
newly emerging industrial sectors.  This group came about as a result of changes in
social and industrial structures. Although the group is still very small today, it is taking
the place of the old “intermediate stratum”14. 
17 Li Qiang does not use the concept of middle class to identify these young people in the
social  “intermediate  stratum”.  Instead  he  calls  them an  interest  group (liyi  qunti).
According  to  him,  class  means  that  “integration  of  interest”  (liyi  zuhe)  has  been
completed  and  the  people  in  a  class  have  relatively  stable  and  similar  material
interests.  Today,  the  interest  structure  (liyi  jiegou)  of  Chinese  society  is  changing
rapidly.  Various  social  interest  groups  are  in  the  process  of  disorganisation  and
reintegration.  Therefore,  according  to  Li,  class  or  social  status  are  not  appropriate
concepts for describing the reality of China’s social landscape. In addition, he argues,
before the economic reforms the concept of class had long been used indiscriminately
within  society.  Chinese  people  had  become  tired  of  hearing  about  class  and  class
analysis15.
18 In contrast with the academic view, a number of Chinese journalists have in recent
years acknowledged the emergence of an urban middle class. They consider that the
annual  household  income  of  the  Chinese  middle  class  ranges  from  US$10,000  -
US$50,000  [83,000  -  415,000  yuan].  They are  in  the  middle  level  of  the  society  and
political power structure and consist of non-manual labourers. They are white-collar
workers. Because of their high incomes, they can copy and follow the lifestyle of the
middle  class  in  Western  countries,  especially  their  culture  of  consumption.16 These
journalists  firmly  exclude  Party  and  government  officials  from the  Chinese  middle
class. According to them, though these officials may live in spacious apartments, they
cannot have a middle class lifestyle and are struggling to earn enough to feed and
clothe themselves17.
19 Among Western scholars, David S. G. Goodman has used the concept of the “new middle
class” to describe the people who have power and wealth in China today. In particular
he studied the new middle class in Shanxi province in the north-west. He divided them
into  three  major  categories:  owner-operators;  managers,  including  state  capitalists,
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social capitalists and suburban executives; and service providers, including financial
managers, business administrators, and lawyers. According to him, in 1997 a monthly
income of 5,000 to 6,000 yuan was regarded as “well-off” in the more developed coastal
areas of southern and eastern China. In the inland regions, 3,500 - 4,500 yuan could
allow people a comfortable lifestyle18.
20 During our interviews we asked respondents if they felt there was a middle class in
Peking  and  who  belonged  to  this  class.  The  responses  varied.  Some  respondents
regarded themselves without any doubt as belonging to a middle class. Others denied
they belonged to the middle class, although their occupations and incomes fitted this
distinction. Some respondents identified the middle class from a cultural perspective
and  system  of  values  while  others  considered  occupation  and  educational  level
important  standards  for  middle  class  status.  The  majority  of  respondents  however
regarded household income as the most decisive factor. 
21 A government research official told us of an allegory commonly heard in the late 1980s
and the early 1990s. It described ten groups of people in Chinese society19. Among them,
the six and seventh groups were professionals, such as doctors, lawyers and actors, who
could be regarded as the middle class. The eighth and ninth groups of people, teachers,
researchers, and officials in less powerful Party and government departments, might be
identified as a lower-middle class. 
22 He added: “Between 1996-1998, many employees in state-owned enterprises were laid
off, but new industrial sectors such as information technology were emerging in
Peking. Employees in these newly emerging sectors are the middle class. Many of them
graduated from good universities and earn 100,000 yuan a year.  In addition, white-
collar workers in joint venture and foreign enterprises and employees in some state-
owned industrial monopolies also belong to the middle class”20.
23 A journalist with 18 years experience in reporting on enterprises and the economy told
us: “Today, to own an apartment and have a car are the symbols of the middle class. But
the middle class in China and the middle class in Western countries are very different.
We often find many members of China’s middle class are less educated and have little
sense of law. In a Western society, the middle class is the force behind social stability.
But in China they are actually social “rebels”. The Chinese middle class is the cause of
social instability. I think a true middle class should be representative of the mainstream
system of values and the force of social stability. Household income cannot be the only
standard for identifying the middle class”21.
24 An owner of a small private company that sells building materials told us: “In the last
two years, my company’s annual net profit was more than 200,000 yuan. But I don’t
dare to buy an apartment in Peking now. At present my urgent need is to buy a car. I
cannot always take a taxi to go to meet my customers. If I buy a moderately sized car
that can be used for my business, I will have to spend one year’s profit. My wife and
daughter are still  living in Guangdong.  Although they don’t  need me to send them
money,  I  must  save  money  for  our  daughter’s  university  education  later,  for
unexpected health problems and for our retirement. You can say I am the middle class
but I cannot be easy-going. In my opinion, the only standard for identifying class is
money. In other words, how much money you have”22.
25 A senior manager in a private enterprise told us: “My household’s annual income was
about 180,000 yuan in 1999. I think my family belongs to the middle class in Peking. But
income  is  not  the  only  standard  for  being  a  member  of  the  middle  class.  A  very
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important feature of the middle class is that they set high requirements for the quality
of life they want. Now I am mostly concerned about how to improve the quality of life
for my family”23.
26 A journalist in the Peking Television Station told us: “My annual income was 60,000
yuan and my husband earned 26,000 yuan in 1999. Compared to my colleagues,  my
income belongs to the upper-middle level.  A few years ago,  I  came to Peking from
another province and worked in several media-related work units. We don’t have an
apartment assigned by the work unit and have to rent a private apartment. Since we
began working in Peking we have been under financial pressure. My family is certainly
not middle class”24.
 
Table 1 Market and System Housing Prices and Their Differences (Yuan)
Average price: 9,000 yuan. ** Average price: 7,500 yuan. ***Average price: 5,500 yuan.
27 A young pre-sales service manager in a private computer software company told us: “I
can earn more than 10,000 yuan a month, which includes my wages, bonus and business
travelling  allowance.  Compared  to  the  people  in  my  age  group  and  with  a  similar
educational level [three-year college graduate], I can be considered middle class. But in
China, the people who really have money and also don’t need to work hard to make
money  are  the  officials.  I  used  to  work  in  a  large  Chinese  insurance  company.  All
division chief level officials’ housing in that company is worth one million yuan and
above. With my income I could never think of buying an apartment like theirs. One’s
occupation is the most important criterion to decide class”25.
28 To summarise, Chinese scholars generally deny there was a middle class in China in
1990s.  Some  scholars  argue  that  the  white-collar  workers  only  made  up  a  small
percentage of the labour force. So China is far from being a middle-class society. Others
acknowledge there has been an “intermediate stratum” since the 1950s. In the 1980s
and  the  1990s,  a  new  intermediate  stratum,  which  is  mainly  composed  of  young
educated people, emerged. These young people are working in joint ventures, foreign
enterprises  and  in  some  newly  emerging  industrial  sectors.  However,  they  don’t
identify these people as middle-class. 
29 Some  young  journalists  and  most  of  our  respondents  have  acknowledged  the
emergence  of  a  middle  class  in  recent  years.  They  regarded  a  family’s  economic
situation  and  income  as  the  basic  standards  for  identifying  middle  class  status.
According to them, the household income of the Peking middle class was 80,000 yuan
and above in 2000. The symbols of the middle class are to have an apartment and a car.
The Peking middle class consists of the new white-collar workers, employees in state
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industrial  monopolies,  and  some  professionals  and  private  entrepreneurs.  However
journalists  writing on this  subject  exclude Party and government officials  from the
Chinese middle class.
30 In our research we used the economic yardstick to identify a middle class. We found
that there is indeed a middle class in China. In contrast to journalists’ conclusion that
the Party and government officials are not the middle class, we discovered that many
members of the new middle class are those who work in the Party and government
organisations.  They are  today the most  stable  elements  of  the new middle  class  in
Peking. Thanks to the recent housing reforms, the system helped them become owners
of property and enabled them to become the middle class.
Household income, housing reforms and the middle class in Peking
31 Level of household income is an important factor in identifying the middle classes. It is
well-known that the true incomes of Peking households are very different from official
statistics.  Even the  figures  from government  research institutes  and the  Bureau of
Statistics  on China’s  urban income differ26.  Many studies  have been done on urban
household income, but the figures in these studies remain inaccurate. Urban household
income in China includes many items, such as wages, bonuses and various subsidies—
housing,  transportation,  telecommunications,  children’s  education,  free  travel,  and
even subsidised lunches. Who can access these subsidies and how much an employee
gains depends on the economic situation and administrative influence of his or her
work unit. In recent years the income gained by some urban households from their
assets has been rapidly increasing27. They include stock dividends, bank interest, bond
yields and housing rents. In addition, many urban residents have second and third jobs
earning  a  so-called  “grey  income (huise  shouru)”.  Some  people  also  have  a  “black
income (heise shouru)”, which comes from illegal economic activities. None of these
incomes are transparent and can therefore not be easily calculated. 
32 Being the owner of an apartment is an alternative way to define China’s middle class
today.  China’s  housing  reforms  in  the  last  two  years  provide  us  with  an  objective
measure to study Peking household incomes and the new middle class. At the end of
1998,  the Peking municipal  government abolished the system of  the administrative
allotment  of  public  housing  (welfare  housing)  and  implemented  the  system  of
commercialising housing allotments. This system involves replacing the government
assignment  of  housing with an increase  in  employee incomes,  establishing housing
accumulation  funds  and  encouraging  employees  in  state-owned  work  units  to  buy
commercial housing on the market28. 
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Table 2 The Difference Between System Housing Prices and Market Housing Prices (1,000 yuan)
33 In 1998 the State Council set the regulations on living area for officials at every rank in
the Party and government and for the same ranking personnel in state-owned work
units29.  According to  this  document,  entitled  No.  23,  the  living  area  for  officials  at
bureau level (juji) and same ranking personnel is 120 square metres, 105 square metres
for vice bureau level (fujuji) officials and same ranking personnel, 90 square metres and
80 square metres for division level (chuji) and vice division level (fuchuji) officials and
same ranking personnel,  70 square metres for section level (keji)  officials and same
ranking personnel, and 60 square metres for ordinary employees who have worked for
25 years or more. According to these regulations, the money that an employee “within
the system” (tizhinei guyuan) spends on buying housing should be four times the local
average annual wage divided by sixty. 
34 However,  the real  price of  housing bought by employees within the system is  very
different from that stipulated by the regulations. The calculation of housing prices and
the procedures for purchasing housing are very complicated. Some employees within
the system paid considerably less than the standard price. Prices paid depend on many
factors,  such  as  the  number  of  years  in  employment,  an  employee’s  rank  and  the
financial  situation of  his  or  her  work unit.  Some employees  with  the  same official
ranking  but  in  different  work  units  paid  quite  different  prices  when  purchasing
apartments of the same quality and in the same location. Even employees in the same
work unit and of the same rank paid different prices for the same-sized apartments in
the same building. A manager in a large state-owned trading company told us: “In this
building  [which  was  bought  by  his  company  and  resold  to  the  employees  in  the
company],  every  family  bought  their  apartments  at  different  prices  although some
apartments are the same size, on the same floor, facing the same direction”30. 
35 In  our  research  we  found  that  housing  prices  for  employees  within  the  system  in
Peking are generally 1,480 yuan per square metre (in this article we call this price “the
system housing price” in order to distinguish it from the market housing price). This
price is  set  by the Peking municipal  government and is  not available to employees
The New Middle Class in Peking: A Case Study
China Perspectives, 45 | january-february 2003
8
“outside the system”. Because of different areas and the different quality of housing,
the prices of housing in Peking vary greatly. But for employees within the system, no
matter where the apartment buildings are located or the quality of the buildings, they
generally only pay 1,480 yuan per square metre. Most residential buildings of Party and
government departments, the state-owned companies, banks and institutions in Peking
are within the fourth ring road or  in the areas  where housing prices  have a  great
tendency  to  increase,  such as  the  Zhongguancun area,  popularly  known as  China’s
Silicon Valley.
36 According to our investigation, in October 2000 market housing prices could be divided
into three groups within the fourth ring road. The price of housing in the inner city
(within the second ring road) ranged from 8,000 to 10,000 yuan and above per square
metre. The price of housing between the second ring and third ring roads was from
7,000 to 8,000 yuan per square metre. The price of housing between the third ring and
fourth ring roads was between 5,000 to 6,000 yuan per square metre. An article in the
newspaper  Jingpin  gouwu  zhinan  (Shopping  Guide),  gives  a  detailed  report  on  the
commercial housing price in Peking. The average commercial housing prices within the
fourth ring road is 5,000 yuan and above per square metre31. These figures clearly show
the big difference between “the system housing price” (1,480 yuan) and the market
housing prices (from 5,000 yuan to 10,000 yuan and above)— see Table 1.
37 After  implementing  the  housing  reform  programme,  the  Peking  housing  market
boomed.  Many  buyers  of  commercial  housing  were  from  Party  and government
departments and state-owned enterprises. In Chinese, this is called “group purchasing
(jituan goumai)”.  Zhongguo jianzhu bao (China Construction Daily)  reported:  “Some
wealthy  and  powerful Party  and  government  organisations,  state  institutions  and
enterprises use every means,  using co-operative construction with employees as an
excuse, to raise large sums of money to buy new housing at market prices. Then they
resell  these  apartments  to  their  employees  at  much  cheaper  prices”32.  Group
purchasing is the reason for the increase of housing prices in Peking.
38 In the purchase of housing, employees within the system only pay a small part of the
money and their work units pay the rest. After these employees buy apartments from
their  work  units,  they  not  only  have  the  right  to  live  in  the  apartments,  more
importantly, they have property rights and become the owners of those apartments.
Their right to use and own the apartments are acknowledged and protected by law. The
huge amount paid by the work units to buy housing can be regarded as part of the
employees’  income  and  those  apartments  become  the  employees’  personal  assets.
Through  housing  purchases,  these  employees  within  the  system  complete  the
transition from the proletariat to the new middle class overnight. In the case studies to
follow, we will show how the housing reforms have effectively created a propertied
class in Peking.
39 Compared to employees within the system, employees outside the system have to pay
the full market price for purchasing housing. Here the difference between “the system
housing price” and market housing prices can be regarded as expenditure of employees
outside the system and income of employees within the system. People generally think
that some individual workers, owners of private enterprises, and employees in joint-
venture and foreign-owned enterprises are the winners of the reforms and the new
middle class in Peking.  However,  our research finds that many members of  the so-
called new middle class cannot even afford to buy an apartment or at least cannot
The New Middle Class in Peking: A Case Study
China Perspectives, 45 | january-february 2003
9
afford  to  buy  a  similar  apartment,  in  terms  of  location  and  housing  quality,  that
employees within the system are able to buy.
40 Here we can make a simple calculation of the income of employees within the system
from their purchase of cheap housing. In order to understand their real income, we
need not only calculate the current and absolute price difference between the system
housing price and market housing prices, we also need to calculate the price difference
after  paying  off  a  mortgage.  The  purchase  of  housing  is  a  huge  expense  for  most
buyers, especially for employees outside the system. Now almost all of them buy their
housing with mortgages.33
41 We take a 100-square-metre apartment at prices ranging from 10,000 yuan, 7,000 yuan,
and 5,000 yuan per square metre as examples and compare the differences between
system housing price and market housing prices. (See Table 2)
42 For buying a 100-square-metre apartment priced at 10,000 yuan, 7,000 yuan, or 5,000
yuan per square metre in one lump-sum payment, employees within the system will
pay  the  same  housing  price—148,000  yuan.  Employees  outside  the  system  will  pay
1,000,000 yuan, 700,000 yuan and 500,000 yuan for buying them. Differences between
the two system housing prices are 852,000 yuan, 552,000 yuan, and 352,000 yuan. The
average difference is 585,000 yuan. That means that an employee outside the system
has to pay an average of 585,000 yuan more than an employee within the system pays
to buy a 100-square-metre apartment. For an employee within the system, this 585,000
yuan can be regarded as part of his income.
43 In reality, many employees within the system did not borrow money to buy housing
due to low system housing prices.  But many employees outside the system have to
borrow money from financial institutions. To simplify the calculation, we suppose that
all housing buyers, both employees within the system and outside the system, pay 30%
downpayment and 70% with a 15-year mortgage.
44 To buy a 100-square-metre apartment, an employee within the system will pay 44,400
yuan (148,000 ÷ 0.3) downpayment and borrow 103,600 yuan. By the current mortgage
interest of 5.58% (December 2000), interest paid on a 15-year mortgage is 49,562 yuan
and principal and interest are 153,162 yuan. The total system housing price of a 100-
square-metre apartment is 197,600 yuan (148,000 + 49,562).
45 If an employee outside the system buys a 100-square-metre apartment at a price of
10,000 yuan per square metre,  the downpayment is 300,000 yuan and the mortgage
700,000 yuan. Interest paid on a 15-year mortgage is 334,900 yuan, and principal and
interest are 1,034,900 yuan. The total housing price is 1,334,900 yuan. The difference
between the housing price systems is  1,137,300 yuan. This means that an employee
within the system can increase his household income by 75,800 yuan a year for the next
15 years (1,137,300 ÷ 15).
46 To buy a 100-square-metre apartment at a price of 7,000 yuan per square metre, an
employee outside the system will pay 210,000 yuan as downpayment and take out a
mortgage of 490,000 yuan. Interest paid on a 15-year mortgage is 234,400 yuan, and
principal and interest are 724,400 yuan. The total housing price is 934,400 yuan. The
difference  between  the  two  systems  is  736,800  yuan.  In  comparison,  an  employee
within the system can increase his household income by 49,100 yuan a year for the next
15 years.
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47 To buy a 100-square-metre apartment at a price of 5,000 yuan per square metre, an
employee outside the system will pay 150,000 yuan as downpayment and take out a
mortgage of 350,000 yuan. Interest paid on a 15-year mortgage is 167,000 yuan and the
principal  and  interest  are  517,000  yuan.  Actual  housing  price  is  667,000  yuan.  The
difference  between  the  two  systems  is  469,400  yuan.  The  household  income  of  an
employee within the system can thus increase by 31,300 yuan a year for the next 15
years.
48 The average market housing price of a 100-square-metre apartment on 10,000 yuan,
7,000  yuan,  and  5,000  yuan  per  square  metre  is  978,767  yuan  after  paying  off  a
mortgage and the difference between the two systems is 781,167 yuan. If  we divide
781,167 yuan by 15 (years),  the annual household income of employees “within the
system” will increase by 52,078 yuan over the next 15 years.
Case studies
49 Several  of  our  interviews  help  give  a  better  understanding  of  the  true  income  of
employees within the system in terms of the following questions. How much did they
receive from purchasing housing at system housing prices? And why should they be
called the new middle class?
50 In the cases studies,  we compared the different prices  of  two housing systems and
calculated the housing income of employees “within the system” in Peking. Although
some joint ventures, foreign-funded firms and even a few private enterprises give their
employees housing subsidies, the subsidies are so tiny that they still have to take out
big mortgages to buy housing at market prices.
51 In contrast to those high-income earners “outside the system”, almost all employees
within the system bought housing by paying in one lump-sum because of the cheap
price of  “system housing”.  These purchases have made these employees within the
system a propertied class. If we look at their annual wages, however, they can appear to
belong to the lower-income group. In 1998 the average annual wage of workers and
staff in Peking was 12,285 yuan. The average wage of workers and staff in the state-
owned sector was 11,971 yuan34. A 100-square-metre apartment at the market housing
price of 5,000 yuan, 7,000 yuan and 10,000 yuan a square metre is, respectively, worth
41 years, 58 years and 83 years of the wages of an employee within the system. The
prices of an apartment after paying off the mortgages are equivalent respectively to 54
years, 76 years and 108 years of the total wages of the same employees. From their
income,  it  is  possible  to  believe  that  they  would  never  dream  of  becoming  house
owners,  but  they  are.  The  government  system  has  heavily  subsidised  their
transformation into property owners and has made them the middle class within the
system.
52 We also found that some employees within the system already owned two or even more
apartments.  By  renting their  spare  housing,  they can have two to  five  times  more
income  than  their  annual  wage.  Employees  “within  the  system”  not  only  own
apartments valued at tens of thousands yuan or even one million yuan and above, they
also have relatively stable jobs and income. Their work units provide them free medical
treatment and a pension plan. A white-collar worker in a foreign-funded enterprise
told us: “Our wages have less value than the wages of officials. We have to spend much
more to buy a low quality apartment in a worse area. We have to pay all our medical
expenses, but their work units pay 90% or even 100% of their medical expenses. We
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have to save money for our retirement. They have the public pensions. One yuan is
equivalent to 50 cents for us, but to 5 yuan for them”35.
 
Table 3 Respondents’ Personal Situations
*C: three-year? college graduate. U: four-year? university graduate. P: postgraduate.
53 A lawyer within the system told us: “My annual wage is 48,000 yuan but it is equal to
100,000 yuan for an employee outside the system. This 100-square-metre apartment
cost me 100,000 yuan. They have to spend 800,000 yuan to buy it, or 60,000 yuan for
one-year’s rent. The company gives me the use of a company car and also pays all the
expenses  for  it,  worth  roughly  30,000  yuan  a  year.  This  car  has  become  my  own
personal asset. The company pays me 10,000 yuan a year for telecommunications costs.
Every  year,  I  travel  overseas  several  times  because  my  company  has  a  lot  of
international business. As you know, these are partly business trips and partly tourism
at the public expense. If a private enterprise owner goes overseas for business, he has
to travel at his own expense. If we count all of this income, my annual income is at least
100,000 yuan”36.
54 A survey on preferred choice of  occupation,  conducted by the Chinese Academy of
Social Sciences, gives support to our findings in another way. From July to August 1999,
researchers from the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences conducted a questionnaire
survey on 2,477 people aged 16 and above in 63 cities. The survey shows that although
in recent years individual entrepreneurs, owners of private enterprises, employees in
foreign and joint-venture enterprises and in entertainment are high profile and are
regarded as high earners, occupations within the system are still preferred by most
people, with government and Party officials being the first choice of position. Among
50 occupations,  the  top  eight  preferred  posts  are  senior  official  in  the  Party  and
government,  computer  technician  (first  choice  for  16  to  30  year-olds),  official  in
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industrial, commercial and taxation organisations, private entrepreneur, judge, lawyer,
doctor  and  public  procurator37.  Among  the  top  eight,  six  can  be  regarded  as
occupations “within the system”.
55 In studying China’s transition to a market economy, a number of scholars have carried
out  extensive  studies  on  changes  in  income  and  rewards  of  redistributors
(administrators) or producers (entrepreneurs, workers). Victor Nee has argued that the
market  transition  reduced  the  rewards  to  former  redistributors  while  the  better
educated, skilled workers, entrepreneurs and other people who are close to production
have made greater gains38. Huang Yasheng finds that the income gap of government
officials  and  enterprises  employees  rapidly  widened  in  favour  of  producers  in  the
1980s39.
56 Some other researchers argue that administrators still hold strong bargaining power.
With the lessening of central control, administrators and managers can obtain more
benefits for themselves. These rewards were usually not in terms of fixed wages, but in
housing and other fringe benefits40. Guthrie in his recent study found that producers
close to the market and the most subject to intense competition are actually the least
rewarded41. 
57 The  findings  of  our  research  show  that  by  the  late  1990s,  employees  “within  the
system” were generally the biggest winners from the reforms. As holders of political
power  and  policy  makers,  they  have  obtained  and  will  obtain  more  benefits  than
employees “outside the system” by creating policies and practices that are particularly
advantageous for themselves.
58 THIS study shows that by early 2000 a middle class had emerged in Peking. Generally
speaking,  members  of  the  middle  class  are  white-collar  workers,  meaning  mainly
clerks, technical personal, middle-level mangers in joint ventures and foreign-owned
enterprises and professionals in the newly emerging industrial sectors. With the rapid
development  of  new  industrial  sectors  and  joint  ventures  and  foreign-owned
enterprises  after  the  mid-1990s,  the  number  of  white-collar  workers  has  been
increasing. The middle class also includes owners of small and medium-sized private
enterprises  and some individual  entrepreneurs.  They are the elements of  this  class
whose positions are not stable. The market transition and economic restructuring have
had a significant impact on their lives. Some of these small private enterprise owners
and individual entrepreneurs could become the new rich in a short time, while others
may fall back into their original low-income socio-economic groups. The rapid changes
in their economic and social status reflect the speed of the transformation of China’s
economy and society.
59 In contrast to the ordinary idea that the middle class is mainly composed of the above
group of people, our study finds that a majority of this class in Peking are employees
within  the  system.  They  are  the  most  stable  elements  of  this  class.  A  basic
characteristic of the middle class within the system is that they stick to and strongly
support the system. Without the system, they would lose the source of their interests
and privileges. They survive or fall with the system. Therefore, they rely on the system
and the political situation remaining stable. In our research, we found that even laid-
off  employees from Party and government sectors are entitled to benefits from the
system.  For  example,  in  streamlining  some Party  and government  organisations  in
1998, laid-off employees in these departments were allowed to choose to work in profit-
making companies still operating under their former departments and they could still
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live in and later buy their current housing. Some laid-off employees were given the
opportunity to attend China’s best universities to study useful majors, with their work
units paying for their tuition. It is the CCP-controlled system which has created this
new middle class. Hence we believe the members of this new middle class “within the
system”  will  use  all  their  means  to  support  the  CCP  system  to  protect  their  new
situation.
 
Table 4 Differences Between System Housing Prices and Market Housing Prices and Household
Income (1,000 yuan)
60 The middle class within the system also have a crucial influence on government policy-
making. Through the housing reforms they became property owners in a very short
time. Now they are not only Party and government officials and policy-makers, but also
property  owners  and members  of  the  new middle  class.  Their  new socio-economic
status will have a great impact on China’s political, social and economic development.
They are willing to make use of their power to protect existing interests and seek more
for  themselves.  The  process  of  policy-making  in  the  Party  and government  is  that
employees at the section level write policy proposals, which they report to division and
bureau  level  officials,  and  which  are  finally  approved  by  the  relevant  government
ministry to become formal policy. In recent years many officials at the division and
section levels have become part of the new middle class. They have formed common
economic interests with the continuance of the current system. Protecting their private
assets, the people who have the same economic interests, and the system that they rely
on for their livelihoods are likely to become the first and most decisive factor when
they  make  policy.  We  will  examine  the  influence  of  the  middle  class  “within  the
system” on policy-making in future research.
61 This study actually shows that inequalities between employees within the system and
employees outside the system have further increased under the housing reforms. Even
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within  the  system  the  inequalities  between  employees  in  the  state-monopolistic
industrial sector or those sectors with a better economic performance and employees
in other state sectors are also increasing. As society becomes increasingly unequal, this
is likely to be the cause of much social and political instability.
62 This research has been kindly supported by the Centre for East and Southeast Asian
Studies of Lund University, Sweden. We would like to thank Mia Turner, David S. G.
Goodman,  Michael  Schoenhals,  Anne-Marie  Brady  and  Guo  Xiaolin  for  extensive
comments on earlier drafts. We would especially like to thank anonymous respondents
for offering us valuable information.
Case No. 1 (Interview No. 20, 2000)
63 Husband, 46 years old, four-year university graduate (1), Party member and division
rank official in a government ministry, with an annual cash income of 24,000 yuan (2).
Wife, 44 years old, three-year college graduate, Party member, a section level clerk in a
state bank, with an annual cash income of 60,000 yuan. They have a son at junior high
school. 
64 They own two apartments. They bought the first apartment within the third ring road
for 20,000 yuan. It is worth 200,000 yuan in the Peking housing market. In 1999, they
spent  a  lump-sum  payment  of  148,000  yuan  buying  a  new  100-square-metre  high
quality  apartment  from  the  ministry  that  employs  the  husband.  The  apartment
building is located near the south-eastern second ring road, a central location where
many foreign enterprises are based. His work unit bought 120 apartments in this
housing area, only for officials of division rank and above, at the market price of 10,000
yuan per square metre, then resold these apartments to their own staff at the system
housing price. 
65 The  wife  told  us:  “After  fitting  out  the  apartment,  we  are  going  to  rent  the  new
apartment to foreign professionals who will be working in China for extended periods.
The rent we will ask is less than that for government-built apartments for foreigners.
And our apartment is in better condition. We think that foreigners have a sense of the
law and will not damage the apartment. If they can help our son to learn English, we
can even lower the rent.” She estimates that she will get a rent of 70,000 yuan a year
and can save rental income for their son to study overseas later on.
66 The difference between the two system housing prices for this family is 75,800 yuan per
year.  Adding  “system  housing  income”  into  their  household  income,  their  annual
income becomes 171,800 yuan (without considering the husband’s overseas earnings).
If they receive 60,000 yuan as rental income, their total annual income will be 219,800
yuan. (See Table 4)
1. In the following cases, all respondents have a college and above educational level. This is because
from the mid-1980s only people with college and above educational levels were permitted to work in
the Party and government organisations, state-owned institutions and universities. For employees
without such an educational level, their work units created various opportunities to help them to
obtain a university certiﬁcate or a degree.
2. He often works in an overseas ofﬁce that is run by his ministry. When he works overseas he earns
two wages. His income in China is 24,000 yuan.
Case No. 2 (Interview 14, 2000)
67 Husband, 44 years old, four-year university graduate, Party member and division rank
officer in a ministry research institute,  with an annual cash income of 60,000 yuan
(including salary, transportation and telecommunications subsidies). Wife, 45 years old,
The New Middle Class in Peking: A Case Study
China Perspectives, 45 | january-february 2003
15
three-year  college  graduate,  working  in  a  private  enterprise,  with  an  annual  cash
income of 36,000 yuan. Their daughter is a senior high school student.
68 They  own  a  60-square-metre  apartment  in  the  ministry’s  living  quarters,  three
kilometres  away  from  Peking’s  Silicon  Valley,  Zhongguancun.  They  bought  this
apartment for 30,000 yuan. Because their current living area does not reach division
rank officer entitlement, the husband can buy a new 100-square-metre apartment at
“the system housing price”. But he has to sell the present apartment to the institute for
less than 20,000 yuan. At the time of the interview, his work unit had not yet decided
where  it  would  buy  the  new  apartment  buildings.  But  the  market  price  of  new
apartments in the area that the ministry was considering to buy was at least 5,000 yuan
per square metre. We calculate that if his new apartment at a price of 5,000 yuan per
square metre, the difference between the market price and the system price is 46,9800
yuan after paying off the mortgage. Their household income for the next 15 years will
increase 31,300 yuan each year and the total annual household income will be 127,300
yuan.
Case No. 3 (Interview No. 17, 2000)
69 Husband, 58 years old, four-year? university graduate, chief editor of a government
ministry publishing house, with an annual cash income of 36,000 yuan. Wife, 58 years
old, Party member, vice chief editor at a state-owned publishing house, with an annual
cash income of 48,000 yuan. They have two sons. Both of them have a university degree
and are economically independent.
70 The couple  bought  a  120-square-metre  apartment for  less  than 100,000 yuan a  few
years  ago.  Recently,  they  bought  a  120-square-metre  new apartment  at  the  system
housing price without a mortgage. The market price of this apartment is 840,000 yuan.
In compliance with regulations, they must sell their old apartment to the husband’s
work unit at a price of less than 100,000 yuan. The difference between the market price
and the system price of his new apartment is 923,700 yuan, calculating in a mortgage.
The annual “system housing income” for this family is 61,580 yuan and their annual
household income is 145,580 yuan. 
71 Both the husband and wife have company cars with drivers. The annual expenses on
maintaining  a  car  in  Peking  are  approximately  24,000  yuan  (including  petrol,
registration  and  maintaining  fees).  If  we  add  car  subsides  into  their  income,  their
annual household income will be almost 200,000 yuan.
Case No. 4 (Interview No. 23, 2000)
72 Husband,  46 years old,  four-year university graduate,  an engineer in a  state-owned
computer factory, with an annual cash income of 36,000 yuan. Wife 44 years old, Party
member and editor in a university publishing house, with an annual cash income of
30,000 yuan. 
73 They have two apartments. One is on a university campus and the other is near the
Zhongguancun area.  The  two apartments  cost  them a  total  of  50,000  yuan.  On the
housing  market,  the  two  apartments  are  valued  at  400,000  yuan.  The  difference
between the market price and the price they paid is 350,000 yuan. This will increase
their annual household income by 23,300 yuan for the next 15 years. Currently they live
in the apartment in the university and intend to rent out the other apartment. Annual
rent  will  be 24,000 yuan.  After  renting the apartment their  total  annual  household
income will be about 113,300 yuan.
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74 They have a son studying at the university’s junior high school, a prestigious one in
Peking. Because the wife works at the university’s publishing house, they do not pay
“zanzhu fei (donations)” (1) to the school. Parents who do not work at the university
have to pay 100,000 yuan for their child to study in the university’s junior or senior
high school. The wife said: “The proportion of students entering university from this
school is very high. Even if parents are willing to make the 100,000 yuan donations,
their children cannot be accepted by the school because there are no vacancies. I work
in the university so we do not need to give 200,000 yuan in donations. In other words, I
earn 200,000 yuan compared to other parents. In addition, we live on the university
campus and don’t need to pay for school accommodation for my son. Many parents
have to spend 43,000 yuan a year for their children’s accommodation in the school. I
think of this also as family income for us.”
75 Calculating this family’s real income, including salary, “system housing income”, rent
and child  education  subsidies,  their  annual  household  income will  be  over  140,000
yuan.
76 In our investigation, we found that children’s education is the second largest household
expenditure in Peking. Many parents want their children to study in good schools so
that they can have a better chance of passing the university examination and have a
better future. The educational quality of universities and some ministries’ primary and
junior high schools is generally better than others. If parents work in those universities
and ministries, they can save a lot of money from not having to give donations to the
schools. But other parents who do not work in the universities and ministries have to
pay such “donations” in addition to tuition.
1. Zanzhu fei is a disguised form of school fees, which those parents whose children are not qualiﬁed
to attend certain highly-regarded schools are “invited” to pay.
Case No. 5 (Interview No. 10, 2000)
77 Husband, 45 years old, four-year university graduate, Party member, and middle level
manager in a state-owned company, with a cash income of 120,000 yuan in 1999. Wife,
43  years  old,  four-year  university  graduate,  a  journalist  in  a  government  ministry
newspaper, with an annual cash income of 36,000 yuan in 1999. They have a daughter
studying at senior high school. 
78 They have two apartments. In 1997, they spent 20,000 yuan to buy their first apartment
from the husband’s work unit. In 1999, they spent 30,000 yuan to buy an apartment
from the wife’s work unit. On the housing market, the two apartments are valued at
400,000 yuan. As in case 4, this family’s annual income will increase by 23,300 yuan over
the next  15  years.  They are  planning to  rent  the recently  bought  apartment  at  an
annual fee of 24,000 yuan. Now their annual cash income is about 159,300 yuan. Adding
system housing income and rental income, they will have an annual income of 203,300
yuan (156,000 + 23,300 + 24,000).
Case No. 6 (Interview No. 25, 2000)
79 Husband 45 years old, three-year? college graduate, Party member and vice division
rank officer in a state-owned factory, with an annual cash income of 36,000 yuan. Wife,
45 years old, three-year college graduate, Party member and primary school teacher,
with an annual cash income of 30,000 yuan. They have a son studying at a college. 
80 In 1999 they bought a 90-square-metre apartment from the husband’s work unit for
90,000 yuan. It is located on the northern third ring road. The market price for the
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same apartment in that area are 7,000 to 8,000 yuan per square metre. If we calculate
their  apartment  at  7,000  yuan  per  square  metre,  the  difference  between  the  two
housing system prices is 663,200 yuan. Dividing it by 15 (years) and add it into their
household income, their annual household income will increase by 44,200 yuan for the
next 15 years. The total annual income for this family is 110,200 yuan.
Case No. 7 (Interview No. 15, 2000)
81 Husband,  38  years  old,  four-year  university  graduate,  senior  editor  in  a  financial
newspaper  with  an  annual  cash  income  of  60,000  yuan.  Wife,  42  years  old,
postgraduate, and senior manager in a private enterprise, with an annual income of
120,000 yuan. They have a three-year-old son.
82 The couple has two apartments. A few years ago, they bought an apartment for 20,000
yuan from the wife’s former work unit, a large newspaper. The price of this apartment
on the housing market is now 150,000 yuan. The second apartment is a 120-square-
metre apartment in Huilongguan residential area, outside the fourth ring road. The
journey time from home to work in the city and home again is three hours on public
transport. This residential area is the Peking municipal government’s model housing
area for economic and practical housing (jingji shiyong fang). The government makes
no profits from building and selling these apartments. Even in such situations, the price
per square metre was 2,600 yuan when they bought it in 1999 (in 2000 the price per
square metre rose to 3,000 yuan). They paid 50% of the total price and borrowed 50%
from a bank as a ten-year mortgage. The annual principal and interest are 20,000 yuan.
After adding the “system housing income” and deducting mortgage payments, their
household income is around 190,000 yuan.
83 The wife’s wage can be regarded as high in Peking, but she feels she does not have job
stability. She told us: “My income is good, but I have to work very hard and have always
to be careful. My job is not very stable. From the day I started work in this company, I
told myself I  must keep this job for six months. I have worked in this company for
almost three years but still I tell myself that this job could be only for the next six
months.”
Case No. 8 (Interview No. 7, 2000)
84 Husband, 36 years old, four-year university graduate, Party member, owner of a private
enterprise. Before entering the business world, he was a vice-division level official in a
bureau of the Peking municipal government. He left his work unit in 1993 to start his
own  business.  From 1993  to  1996,  his  company  did  not  make  profits.  In  1997,  the
company made some money. In 1998 and 1999, the company’s net profit was around
300,000 yuan. Wife, 31 years old, from 1992 to the end of 1999 worked in a semi-state-
owned enterprise (1). She first worked as software designer and in 1995 was appointed
manager of one of the company’s retail outlets in Zhongguancun. From 1995 to 1999,
her average annual income was about 150,000 yuan. In late 1999, her retail outlet was
pulled down because of developments in Zhongguancun area and she lost her job. From
2000 she started work in her husband’s company. They do not have a child.
85 After  they  married  in  1993  they  lived  in  a  17-square-metre  room  in  a  courtyard
building.  In  late  1997  they  bought  a  90-square-metre  apartment  in  the  Wangjing
residential area outside the fourth ring road, at 4,500 yuan a square metre. At that time,
housing buyers could not take out a mortgage and they paid 395,000 yuan in one lump-
sum payment to buy the apartment. When we interviewed them, they were looking for
a 200-square-metre residential and commercial apartment, priced about 9,000 yuan per
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square metre, near the eastern third ring road. They were planning to borrow 70% of
the price with a mortgage and will use the new apartment for their business and also to
live  in.  With the expansion of  the husband’s  business,  they need to  have a  better-
looking office, which must be near the business area so they can meet clients. After
they buy the new apartment, in order to cut the company’s expenses they will sell the
present apartment and cancel a lease for renting the present office space.
1. The company she worked at was founded by two brothers as a private enterprise. Because its
major business was in the telecommunication area, which is the state-monopolised sector, the
company had to ﬁnd a state-owned company as its sponsor. But it is a state-owned company in name
only and actually privately-owned and run.
Case No. 9 (Interview No. 1, 2000)
86 Husband, 33 years old, four-year university graduate, marketing manager in a small
foreign-owned company, with an annual cash income of 100,000 yuan. Wife, 33 years
old, Party member, four-year university graduate, manager for a small foreign-owned
company (1), with an annual cash income of 60,000 yuan. They do not have a child.
87 The husband and wife used to work in two different state-owned enterprises. Because
the husband’s enterprise lost money and he was very badly paid, he decided to “retire”
at the age of 25. He was allowed to do this according to the factory’s own policy, which
was called “neibu tuixiu” (The employees in the factory could retire before the legal
retirement age because the factory wanted to reduce a number of workers and staff). As
a “nei tui” employee, he would receive a small  amount of money every month and
could enjoy some of the benefits for employees of state-owned enterprises, including
living in company housing. In 1999, the enterprise sold him a new 65-square-metre
apartment  priced  at  90,000  yuan.  The  apartment  building  is  located  within  the
northern section of the third ring road. The market price of that apartment is 6,500
yuan  per  square  metre.  His  home  is  valued  at  422,500  yuan  on  the  market.  The
difference  in  the  two  system  housing  prices  is  425,700  yuan  after  paying  off  the
mortgage. This will increase their household income by 29,000 yuan per year for the
next 15 years. 
88 After  he  bought  the  apartment,  the  factory  was  also  sold  to  a  private  real  estate
developer. Now he has become a true employee “outside the system” and is no longer
entitled to benefits from the system. The husband told us: “Although our income is not
low, our jobs are not stable because the companies are very small. My company has less
than  twenty  employees  and  my  wife’s  company  has  only  eight  employees.  At  the
moment we are young and do not have a child. But we must save money for many
expected and unexpected things, such as raising and educating a child, sickness, and
even accidents. We are no longer employees “within the system” and nobody will take
care of us except ourselves.”
1. The owners of both the husband and wife’s companies are overseas Chinese. They left China in the
1980s but returned to start their business in the mid-1990s.
Case No. 10 (Interview No. 38, 2000)
89 A single female clerk, 28 years old, four-year university graduate, working at a foreign
media  company  and  also  working  for  a  foreign  marketing  research  company  on  a
project-by-project basis. 
90 Her annual income was US$18,000 in 1999.  Because the company does not give her
health insurance and a pension plan, she has to buy them herself. Now she lives with
her parents and has not yet considered buying her own apartment. When we asked why
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she was not going to buy an apartment, she told us: “It looks like my income is not bad.
Among  my  university  classmates,  my  income  belongs  to  the  group  of  the  highest
income earners. But I don’t have any feeling of job security. Except for the salary, the
company doesn’t pay anything for me. If one day I lost this job, I don’t know what sort
of job I could find and when, so I must save money. Buying an apartment by myself is
totally beyond my plans at least for the next few years”.
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